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Abstract 

The interest in the country caves began after Bulgarians liberation from Ottoman domination in 1878. 
They begin with the first biospeleological, archaeological and paleontological explorations made by 
foreign and Bulgarian scientists. In 1887 the first cave was mapped by K.Shkorpil.The first Bulgarian 
Speleological Society was founded on March 18,1929 as a result of necessity to set up a public 
organization which would begin the systematic cave exploration. At 1935 the Society had 120 members 
organized in 4 clubs in Sofia, Drianovo, Rakitovo and Lovetch. Organized expeditions and studies were 
carried out in certain caves and Karst regions in Bulgaria. All results obtained by the members of Society 
were published in the Bulletin of the Bulgarian Speleological Society". 

After 1949 the Society discontinued its activity for a brief period. On July 14, 1958 the Central 
Commission of Speleology was set up . On 1972, the Commission was transformed into Bulgarian 
Federation for caving and in 1993 to Bulgarian Federation of Speleology, which has continued operating 
ever since. 
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Resume 

L'interet pour les grottes commence apres la liberation de Bulgarie de la domination ottomane en 1878. 

Des scientifiques bulgares et etrangers entreprendent les premieres explorations biospeleologiques, 

archeologiques et paleontologiques. En 1887 est cartographiee la premiere grotte bulgare par K. Skorpil. 

La premiere Societe Speleologique Bulgare fut fondee le 18 Mars 1929, etant le resultat de la necessite 

de creer une organisation publique pour I'etude systematique des grottes. En 1935 la Societe comptait 

120 membres, organises en 4 clubes (Sofia, Drianovo, Rakitovo et Lovetch). Des expeditions organisees 

et des etudes scientifiques ont lieu dans certaines grottes et regions karstiques de Bulgarie. Les 

resultats obtenus par les membres de la Societe ont ete publies dans le Bulletin de la Societe 

Speleologique Bulgare. 

Apres 1949 la Societe interrompe ses activities pour une periode succincte. Le 14 Juillet 1958 une 

Commission Centrale de Speleologie a ete fondee. En 1972 cette Commission a ete transformee en 

Federation bulgare d'exploration des grottes et en 1993 en Federation bulgare de Speleologie, active 

jusqu'a present. 

Mots-cles: grottes, karst, speleologie, historie, Bulgarie 



Many caves in the Bulgarian lands are objects for 
religious, cognitive or exploration interest for compatriots 
and foreigners from the distant past. The studies show, that 
the first written data about the caves in Bulgaria date back 
to 12 c. and can be found in the Nameless passional of St. 
Ivan of Rila. Up to 1878 in the country and abroad are 
published different reports about the presence of caves in 
Bulgaria and fragmentary descriptions about their 
morphology. Till this moment are still not found data about 
the undertaking of any special and purposeful cave studies. 
The only exception is the French traveller G. Lejean, who 
visited Bulgaria in 1867 and penetrated in the cave 
Kaylashkata near Pleven. In his book Lejean informs, that 
on the wall of the cave Kaylashka he saw hanged up 
hundreds of "birds" (i.e. - bats). This is the first known 
written information about the fauna of the Bulgarian caves. 
In 1878 the Hungarian zoologist E. Merkl entered in the 
caves below the peaks Stoletov and Korudga and collects 
the first two Bulgarian troglobites Buresh (1936). This is 
the beginning of the purposeful explorations of the 



Bulgarian caves in general. But the first known exploration 
of a cave by Bulgarians, undertake the teachers from the 
town of Sliven, Central Bulgaria. They organised two 
special expeditions for surveying of the cave "Zmeevi 
doupki", described in details in the local newspaper 
"Suvetnik" /N. 17, 1882 Balabanov (1981). Based on this 
source a conclusion could be reach that Zmeevi doupki is 
the first Bulgarian cave, situated and located with its 
geographical coordinates. 

The same year Bulgarian scientists for the first time 
explore caves in the country. The pioneer is the founder of 
the modern Bulgarian geology Georgy Zlatarski, who made 
palaeontological excavations in Temnata doupka Cave near 
Karloukovo vill., Lovetch district in 1882-1883 and 
reported later Zlatarski (1884,1886) about fossil finds 
from a horse and an ox, found in the cave. 

The most important event of the early history of 
Bulgarian speleology is the exploration of the Emenskata 
Cave near Emen vill.Turnovo district (Fig. 1 ) The cave 
was visited and mapped in 1887 by the Check Karel 



Shkorpil who was a teacher in Plovdiv, South Bulgaria. This 
is the first known map of the Bulgarian cave found up to 
date Shkorpil (1887). 
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Fzg.l Fzrst known map of Bulgarian cave - Emenskata 
Cave- 1887 

The most important speleological event for Bulgaria in 
the beginning of 1890s is the carrying out the first 
archaelogical excavations in a cave and relative complex 
researches. These studies are undertaken in 1891 by the 
Croatian S. Yurinich in the cave Polichki near Dryanovo 
monastery "St. Archangel Michail" and their results are 
published the same year Yurinrch (1891). 

Till 1895 the famous Bulgarian historian, ethnographer 
and geographer Vasil Kanchov published more than 10 
articles with rich and extremely interesting information 
about karst terrains, caves, sinkholes and springs. For 
instance, in Kanchov (1891) the author describes the 
sinkholes of the water in the Big Prespa's lake and points of 
the presumed underground connection between the lake and 
the karst spring near the monastery "St. Naum", Ochrid 
region. 

The same year ( 1895) in Prague, H. and K. Shkorpil 
report for the first time about the karst phenomena in 
Bulgaria Shkorpil (1895). 

More profound and detailed research is the next book of 
the same authors, published in France "Sources et pertes des 
eaux en Bulgarie" (Springs and sinkholes in Bulgaria) 
Skorpil, H.& K. (1898). Here as a result of specific terrain 
explorations, in details are described over 100 karst 
phenomena (uvalas, caves, springs). The edition includes 
also 21 figures, which clearly illustrate the hydrogeological 
connections in the explored karst regions. In the end of 
1890s the caves attract the attention of the geologist G. 
Bonchev, whose notebooks contains remarks about his 
science trips (f75, a.u. 214), drawings and geological 
descriptions of the caves Yalovitza, G. Zeliazna and 
Krumovi porti near Shumen, North-East Bulgaria. At the 
same time in 1899, Bonchev undertakes the first detailed 
researches and archaeological excavations in the cave 
Toplia, G, Zeliazna. The results from the researches are 
published the next year Bonchev (1900). 

The last year of 19 c in Plovdiv is published the 
consecutive book of H. and K. Shkorpil "Krazhki yavlenia" 
(Underground rivers, caves and springs) Shkorpil, H. & 
K.(1900), which summarises the results of their terrain 
speleological researches in Bulgaria of many years. Besides 
the numerous data about the phenomena of the superficial 
karst, the caves and karst springs, the work has a theoretical 
part, which includes the characteristics and mechanisms of 
the karst phenomena. The work is illustrated with 30 
drawings, maps and photos. Later the information from this 
work, as well as the published earlier works, become a 
starting point in the conducting of the following more 



profound researches of the karst and the caves in Bulgaria. 

The above mentioned materials show that in the end of 
19 Century has already begun the period of premeditated, 
purposeful cave research in Bulgaria. 

The beginning of 20 c. marks rising interest of the 
Bulgarian scientists in the research of the karst and the 
caves. Priority has their archaeological research and the first 
explorer is R. Popov (1876-1940). Fig. 2 




Fig. Rafail Popov one of the greatest figures of young 
Bulgarian speleology. 

It is not accidentally because he undertook excavations 
in the caves Duhlata, and Malkata near Tarnovo in 1899 and 
1900. The acquired knowledge and experience R. Popov 
uses during the next 1 8 years, when he is the only scientist 
(excluding I. Stoyanov, Y. Dinov and V.Mikov), who 
undertakes excavations and researches in the caves. In this 
way is established the beginning of the systematic 
archaeological research of the Bulgarian caves, respectively, 
the beginning of the prehistoric science in the country 
Popov (1904, 1911a, 1911b, 1913). We must underline that 
Popov is the first explorer, who carries out cave surveys and 
use them as a basis of their further excavations. 22 maps of 
the cave explored by him ( dating from 1907-1938) 
officially published later, were found in the Scientific 
Archive of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 

When we mention I. Stoyanov and V.Mikov , it is 
necessary to pay attention to his complex researches of the 
caves. The first one explore Toplia Cave, near village G. 
Zeliazna, Lovetch region in 1900. He made in it 
hydrogeological, archaeological, palaeonthological and 
microclimatic researches as well measurements of the karst 
spring below the cave. Actually, the results present the first 
in the history of the Bulgarian speleology monographic 
work about a cave of 68 printed pages, richly illustrated 
(Stoyanov, 1904). Here one can see the first published cave 
map in Bulgaria. 

Vassil Mikov was Popovs' student and continued the 
archaeological exploration of Bulgarian caves. In the period 
before and after founding of Bulgarian Speleological 
Society he made excavations in more than 20 caves and 
published all obtained data. Zhalov&Stamenova ( 2004). 

Rafail Popov has significant contribution also to the 
development of speleo-paleontology, which has made its 
first steps at the end of 19 C. During the excavations he 
discovered and described in details some species and genus 
of mamals which was published in his basic work "Fossil 
and subfosil remains in the explored caves in Bulgaria up to 
now" from 1936. There are presented data about 22 species 
mammals from the Pleistocene, discovered in 12 caves and 
22 species Holocene mammals from 1 1 caves. At the same 
time are discovered also bone remains of the prehistoric 



Homo sapiens. 

Parallel with the archaeologists, in the speleological 
researches took part also the geologists, petrographers and 
geographers. 

For the scientists from the first two trends, the karst and 
the caves are not objects of special interest, but the specific 
of their work requires full and exact localisation, spreading, 
description and geochronological dating of the rocks, 
including those which are liable to karst processes. In the 
course of terrain researches were described also the various 
phenomena of the surface and underground karst - uvalas, 
ponors (sinkholes), caves and karst springs. 

The most productive karst explorers for the period are 
the geologists Prof. G. Bonchev, Prof. G. Zlatarski and Prof. 
An. Ishirkov. Without doubt the most significant 
contribution on the research of the karst in the given period 
has Prof. Z. Radev. Within 4 years (1911-1914) he 
researches in details the West Stara Planina (The Balkan 
Range Mountain) and later he puts together the results in his 
research work for academic degree qualification "Karst 
shapes in West Stara Planina", which is published as a 
monography Radev (1915). This classic work contains 
profound morphological analysis of the karst regions in the 
mountain, maps and descriptions of 12 caves. It can be 
stated for sure that the work of Z. Radev is current today 
and has its important place in the Bulgarian karstological 
literature. The careful reading of the published author's 
materials shows that they consist numerous descriptions of 
surface karst shapes, a list of names for many caves and 
karst springs, detailed descriptions about the spreading of 
karstificated sediments and metamorphic rocks, which 
present a solid basis for more profound researches of the 
underground karst. 

In small number are the known researches in other 
spheres, connected to the speleology. Some of them, like the 
morphology studies of the cave calcite crystals in the 
regions of Lovetch, Teteven and Troyan Bonchev (1923) 
and the work of the botanist Iv. Stranski (1917) and the 
Prof. St.Petkov ( the first president of Bulgarian 
Speleological Society) Petkov (1943) put the beginning of 
speleomineralogy and speleobotanics in our country. 

As we already noted, the biospeleological reseraches in 
Bulgaria begin in 1878. Only in 1909, Bulgaria was visited 
from foreign specialists of Coleopterology - F. Rambousek 
and Fr. Netolitzky, who explore two other Bulgarian caves. 

In 1922 acad. Dr. Ivan Buresh - the Director of the 
Royal Natural Research Institutes puts the beginning of the 
systematic biospeleological studies in the country. Till 1929 
he and his team of enthusiastic collaborators carry out 117 
documented penetrations in 78 caves in total, apart from the 
numerous visited smaller sites, where was not found any 
fauna. In this period they manage to find in Bulgaria and 
describe independently or with the cooperation of many 
European scientists, 40 species of animals in total, among 
them 3 1 troglobite cave animals. In this way, the collected 
materials in the Royal Natural History Museuma in Sofia 
put the beginning of a special collection, named "Cave 
Fauna - Fauna cavernicola". At the same time this group of 
scientists put the beginning of a register of the visited caves, 
which location is put on geographic map of Bulgaria in a 
scale 1:600 000. Parallel to the biospeleological study of the 
cave, this enthusiastic team works contributes also to the 
general exploration of our underground karst. 

In 1924 the archaeologist V. Mikov is accompanied by 
the Chech speleologist K. Novak, which penetrates in the 
abyss "Bezdannia Pchelin" ( near Yablanitza, West 



Bulgaria) till the depth - 69 m and makes a map of this part 
of the pothole. V. Mikov writes in this occasion: "... Up to 
this depth the descending was possible, but because the 
short ladder we have (70 m), the reaching of the bottom, 
which was 23 m below, was unthinkable". In fact, this is the 
first documented descending in a pit till such depth. 

Eng. P. Petrov and co-workers undertake the 
exploration of the numerous river caves in Lovetch and 
Sofia regions using specially constructed by him wooden 
boats. (Fig.2) In this way, in 1924, after many efforts is 
finally studied and mapped the Devetaki cave, and in 1926 - 
the cave Temnata dupka near railway station Lakatnik in the 
river Iskar defile in West Bulgaria. (Fig.3) 

The first Bulgarian Speleological Society is founded on 
March 18, 1929 as a result of the necessity to set up a public 
organization which, under the conditions prevailing at that 
time, would carry out systematic investigation of the caves, 
protecting them from destruction and setting the beginnings 
of cave tourism. The founders of the Society are eminent 
Bulgarian scientists, people active in the realm of tourism, 
and cave-exploration lovers - attendants and workers. 
twoThe first provincial branches of the Society are founded 
in the Rakitovo village and the towns of Dryanovo and 
Lovech In the next two years. 

The foundation of the First Bulgarian Speleological 
Society marks the beginning of a new stage in the 
development of speleology in Bulgaria. In spite of the 
relatively small number of its members and despite its 
limited financial capacities, the Society is engaged in 
considerable and useful activities. It makes a reappraisal of 
all that had been done until that time in cave investigation 
and in obtaining more knowledge about the country's caves. 
Organized trips and studies are carried out in certain caves 
and Karst regions of Bulgaria. An active cave's protection 
propaganda was also carried out at this time. The obtained 
resits are published in the scientific publication of the 
Society - "Bulletin of the Bulgarian Speleological Society" 
in two editions (in 1936 and 1940). 

In 1931 N. Radev and P. English descent in "Bezdannia 
Pchelin" (- 105 m) using winch and that put the begging of 
more intensive exploration of vertical caves. (Fig.3) Till the 
end of 1950-s is not registered exploration of vertical cave 
deeper than - 105 m. 

In this period Rafail Popov made the first known 
attempt to create written methodic of speleological 
researches in Bulgaria. The manuscript of the book named 
"Short Instructions for Excavations and Explorations of 
Caves" was found in the Archives of Bulgarian Academy 
Science. The work was written was written in the period 
1931-1939. It has 47 pages divided into 8 chapters: 
Introductory Notes; Necessary Equipment for Caves 
Exploration; Description of Caves; Plan of Caves 
(mapping); Climatic Research of the Caves (Temperature; 
Humidity; Air Drafts); Soundings and Excavations; 
Examples; Cultural Remains; Conventional Signs for Cave 
mapping. The work is illustrated with 15 drawings and 2 
tables made by the author himself. The death of the author 
stopped the fmalisation of this great idea! 
Zhalov&Stamenova (2007). 

The activity of the Bulgarian Speleological Society 
intensifies after 1947. New members, including also 
university students, join the Society. They with great 
enthusiasm took part in cave exploration in 1948 and 1949 
in an activity, known at this time as Cave brigades, 
organized with the generous support by the Bulgarian 
Academy of Sciences. Detailed investigations were carried 



out during this period in the Karst regions of Lakatnik 
(Sofia region), Karloukovo and Zlatna Panega (Lovech 
district), Rabisha (near Belogradchik - North-West 
Bulgaria). The maps prepared and the collected materials 
constitute an important scientific contribution. 




Fig. 3 The exploration of Temnata doupka with hand made 
wooden boat- 1924. 
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Fig.4 Descend in the Chavkite pit (-63 m ) with winch - 
1931. 

After 1949, the Bulgarian Speleological Society stops its 
activities for a short period of time. A good deal of work 
these days is done by the speleologists from the town of 
Rousse, Chepelare and by the university students from the 
Speleological Club "Akademik" in Sofia. Amateur work 
continues, as well as the research initiated in this field by 
various institutes of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and 
Sofia University. However, there was a keenly felt need for 
a speleological organization in the country. 
Such organization appears to be necessary in order to unite 
the efforts of amateur speleologists and the specialists in 
promoting the development of this field of science in 
Bulgaria. Favourable conditions are created after 1957 with 
the restoration of the Bulgarian Tourist Union. At that time 
a number of scientists and amateur speleologists, as well as 
active supporters of the tourist movement, appeal to the 
Central Council of the Bulgarian Tourist Union with a 
proposal to set up a Committee for Cave Tourism. On July 
14, 1958, the Central Council decided to set up a Committee 
for Cave Tourism. After the Fourth Congress of the 
Bulgarian Tourist Union in 1972, the Commission of 
Speleology and Cave Tourism is transformed into a 
Bulgarian Federation for Caving and in 1993 - to a 



Bulgarian Federation of Speleology - both organizations 
well known to the world speleological community! 
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